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Abstract 
 
This paper investigates the influence of culture on product design in Botswana, a 
topic on which there little previous research. It is argued that product innovation 
should be assimilated within the context of Botswana’s own culture but it has 
been observed that designers have not yet been able to encode cultural 
phenomena to the same extent as physical ones. The basis of this paper is that 
there is little in-depth research that can assist designers to encode socio-cultural 
variables in their design practice.  
 
An experimental approach was adopted to investigate the impact of socio-cultural 
variables in product design. This experiment was conducted in Botswana with 
design students to analyse the socio-cultural variables embedded in Botswana’s 
products. The content analysis methodology was used to analyse the results 
from participants. The data collection methods were comprised of visual data 
(sketches, photographs and design models) and textual data (retrospective 
interviews and design reports). Textual and visual data were both analysed using 
ATLAS.ti. The results indicated that there are three major socio-cultural 
variables, that is, those related to material factors, the community and 
entertainment related variables. This challenges designers to encode these 
variables in designing everyday products.  
 
The paper concludes by discussing how designers can integrate socio-cultural 
variables by ‘design’ rather than by ‘accident’ in product design. This will 
 ultimately lead to the design of innovative, culturally sensitive, environmentally 
sound, pleasurable and user-friendly products. 
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1. Introduction 
 
The aim of this study is to analyse products from a socio-cultural perspective of 
Botswana. Background information on Botswana will be discussed based on the 
geographical location of the country, the economy and how the economy can be 
diversified through design. In order to establish Botswana’s socio-cultural 
variables, it is of paramount importance to draw on postcolonial theory which 
points to the importance of viewing the country’s culture from two perspectives 
that is pre-colonial and postcolonial. Although Botswana was never colonised, it 
was governed the same as the colonised neighbouring states and colonialism 
aftermath have had a profound impact on the social and cultural fabric of the 
society. From this premise, this review investigates how socio-cultural variables 
can be analysed and made applicable to designing innovative products. 
 
2. Botswana Background Information 
 
Botswana is a landlocked country situated in Southern Africa with an area of 
about 581, 700 square kilometres. The population of 1.6 million (Census, 2003) 
practises a democratic system of multi-party politics. Botswana attained its 
independence in 1966 from the British Protectorate. There are over fifteen ethnic 
groups which together represent a rich and diverse cultural heritage of Botswana. 
79% of these ethnic groups speak Setswana language with varying myriad 
dialects. The National Policy on Culture (2002) stated that, this valuable heritage 
must be preserved nurtured and developed to foster a strong sense of national 
identity, pride and unity. Setswana language with varying dialects is the national 
language and is being used increasingly in government and official business 
although English is the official language. 
 
The average Gross Domestic Product per capita annual growth has been 8 
percent while the average per capita income is US $3600 (United Nations 
Development Programme – Human Development Report, 2003). This puts it in 
the category of middle-income developing countries.  
 
Botswana’s economy is heavily reliant on minerals. Diamonds generate much of 
the country’s revenue as they contribute 45 percent to the Gross Domestic 
Product. Agriculture today provides livelihood for more than 78 percent of 
Batswana who live in semi-urban and rural areas and their means of survival is 
farming and rearing of livestock. The most significant agricultural enterprise is 
cattle rearing and according to the United Nations Botswana Statistics (2004), 51 
 percent of households own cattle. These facts are also underscored by the 
National Policy on Culture (2002), which points out that the rural Botswana mode 
of life is invariably tied to land, manifesting in agro-pastoralism. Beef exports to 
Europe contribute 5 percent to the Gross Domestic Product and it is the third 
largest income generator. Tourism is seen as the next pillar of the economy as it 
contributes 15.9 percent to the Gross Domestic Product (Central Statistics Office, 
2003). Botswana is in the quest of diversifying its economy from over-reliance on 
natural resources. 
 
A possible area for economic diversification is through product design. Though 
the profession is new in Botswana, it has its roots from the arts and crafts field. 
The introduction of a degree programme in Industrial Design at the University of 
Botswana in 2003 stemmed from a long-felt need to offer career opportunities to 
young designers in Botswana and the Southern African region. School leavers 
who have taken a keen interest in Design and Technology at secondary level and 
did not want to be teachers by pursuing a Design and Technology Education 
programme now had a choice of opting for Industrial Design to take up careers 
as industrial designers and product designers in the world of work.  Thus 
responding to the needs of secondary school leavers on one hand and meeting 
industrial needs of the country on the other. Rapid industrialisation in Botswana 
through multinational organizations and individual entrepreneurial ventures can 
be sustained if local designers work hand in hand with engineers of different 
disciplines. 
 
Bearing in mind this background, this study was aimed at analysing products 
from a socio-cultural perspective of Botswana. The study aimed at (i) developing 
an approach to analysing socio-cultural factors that accurately represents 
Botswana’s culture and (ii) to develop a set of core values applicable to making 
product design in Botswana more human-centred. Human-centred design is 
based on the premise that design is meaningful only when the focus of its 
activities and outcomes accommodate the largest possible number of people with 
all their diversity. The approach goes beyond design’s traditional focus on the 
physical and cognitive needs of users and encompasses cultural, social and 
emotional human factors. The study has been based on this foundation in order 
to develop a Botswana socio-cultural product analysis approach that will assist 
designers in designing culturally sensitive products.   
 
In order to establish socio-cultural factors, it was useful to draw on postcolonial 
theory which points to the importance of viewing Botswana’s culture from two 
perspectives that is, pre-colonial and post-colonial culture. Post-colonial theory 
recognises the importance of exploring the interaction between the colonising, 
colonised and the decolonising cultures, and the factors involved in the 
production of hybrid cultural identities. Botswana’s culture has been shaped by 
colonialism and it has started to decolonise but the process has not yet gone 
very far. The country needs to decolonise its education, values, language, 
religion, technology and social organisation which are heavily influenced by 
 colonialism. For example, in design education, Botswana needs a different 
approach to design from the current system that is so predominantly based on 
Western values that tends to be detached from the needs of some of Botswana’s 
social groups. However, decolonisation is a continuous process long after formal 
political independence is achieved. Bhabha (1994) pointed out that; 
decolonisation requires not the restoration of a historically continuous and 
allegedly ‘pure’ pre-colonial heritage, but an imaginative creation of a new form of 
consciousness and way of life.  Post-colonialism involves the idea of the coming 
together of two or more cultures as a result of colonialism and produces new 
different hybrid cultural identities characteristically distinct from the cultures that 
merged (Hall, 1996). In the process, old habits give way to new attitudes, values 
and modes of action. Botswana contemporary variables are a result of this 
hybridisation. Chinweizu (1975) emphasises that valuable continuities with our 
pre-colonial culture should be maintained, at the same time welcoming vitalising 
contributions from other cultures in making a healthy and unique synthesis from 
them all. The understanding of Botswana’s socio-cultural framework developed in 
this paper will be based on the foundation outlined by Chinweizu.  
 
3. Socio-cultural variables 
 
Social and cultural variables influence all aspects of user behaviour. Roberts 
(2001) argued that cultural values in design are often taken for granted or even 
viewed as being incontestable. Cultural and social variables become important to 
designers when they develop product characteristics, functionality, interaction 
and form, especially for a particular user group (Roberts, 2001). But recognising 
these issues in the first place is a basic problem. Socio-cultural variables can be 
so innate, so assumed, that even when they are articulated, one may fail to grasp 
their uniqueness. According to Kotler (1997) social-cultural variables include 
reference groups, family, roles and status. Social class and social factors are 
clearly influenced by cultural factors. This means that designers must factor 
socio-cultural considerations into their work; the subtle, hard to describe but 
critical issues surrounding the identity and behaviour of any particular user group.  
 
One might argue that the socio-cultural human factors research should begin 
with the assumption that products succeed when they resonate with user’s 
values and behaviours. Alben (1996); Roberts (2001) argued that when a product 
appeals to an individual, it does so relative to that individual’s cultural framework, 
worldview and experience of daily life. This means, designers must work with 
knowledge derived from their experiences of the world around them. These 
experiences shape the conception and perception of their environment. At a 
social level, designers interpret their experiences as they compare those to 
societal norms and at conscious level, they express deeply assumed values and 
perceptions specific to their own cultures. However, Alben (1996); Roberts 
(2001) were unable to explain that cultural constructs place general parameters 
around design ideas, indicating ways in which products will be positioned within 
value system and identifying how quickly users’ worldviews may need to change 
 for the acceptance of new products to be accepted. Socio-cultural variables are 
deeply ingrained, but they are also constantly changing. As a result, products 
that openly conflict with socio-cultural variables may either secure strong 
counter-cultural users or no users at all. 
 
The aim of this study was to develop a product analysis socio-cultural approach 
that relates more adequately to the needs of Botswana contemporary product 
design than emulating Western design form and substance that do not reflect the 
culture and needs of local people. The approach was developed by analysing 
locally designed products by two groups of Year three and five of the Bachelor of 
Design [Design and Technology Education] students of the University of 
Botswana.  
 
4. Methodology  
 
A teaching experiment was conducted at the University of Botswana with forty 
undergraduates design students. The participants were composed of seventeen 
Year five students and twenty-three third year students. All these students 
participated in the study to fulfil their course requirements. Participants were 
presented with the following products to analyse the socio-cultural variables 
associated with them: porridge stirring device, mortar and pestle, wooden spoon, 
thumb piano, human sculpture, clay pots, necklace and baskets. At the end of 
the experiment, participants were asked to write a report on which product they 
analysed, its description, the socio-cultural variables identified and the product 
features which represent these variables.  
 
After this exercise, participants were divided into focus groups, each having an 
average of four members. The purpose of this session was for participants to 
share their findings and critic the work of their fellow members. This approach 
also assisted in triangulating the data and in building a measure of reliability. All 
focus groups sessions were tape-recorded. 
 
5. Data Analysis 
 
The data from focus groups and reports were analysed by content analysis 
methodology. Atlas.ti (a qualitative software application) was used in the coding 
and data analysis. Socio-cultural variables were divided into two themes of 
material and non-material variables. The results from the content analysis of 
participants’ reports are illustrated in Figure 1. 
 
6. Results 
 
Figure 1 shows that there is more emphasis on non-material than material 
variables. Perhaps, this suggests that Batswana (people of Botswana) are not 
materialistic.  
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Figure 1 Botswana’s socio-cultural variables (After Moalosi et al, 2004) 
Key 
Non-material variables 
1. Peace and 
harmony 
2. Mutual respect 
3. Spiritualism 
4. Entertainment 
5. Music and 
dance 
6. Social 
gathering 
7. Friendliness 
8. Satisfaction 
9. Family 
10. Beauty 
11. Storytelling 
12. Sitting around 
the fire 
13. Love 
14. Carving 
15. Pleasure 
16. Fun 
17. Excitement 
18. Assistance 
19. Spirit of sharing 
20. Kindness 
21. Consultation 
22. Community 
spirit 
23. Pride 
24. Joy 
25. Unity 
 
 
 
Material Variables 
1. Owning cattle 
2. Mortar and 
pestle 
3. Porridge 
stirring device 
4. Baskets 
5. Clay pots 
6. Thumb piano 
7. Necklace 
8. Wooden spoon 
9. Sculpture 
 
 
 
Figure 1 show that the following socio-cultural variables are of paramount 
importance to Batswana due to their frequency of occurrence; peace and 
harmony, mutual respect, friendliness, Beauty, spirit of sharing, consultation, 
community spirit and pride. These non-material variables are valued because 
they teach principles of life and morality. Moreover, they provide patterns of 
 problem solving for example, consultation, community spirit and assistance. They 
give Batswana a sense of identity for example respect for authority, friendliness, 
peace and harmony. In one way, these variables are a means of passing on the 
traditions and beliefs of the society from one generation to the other. 
 
From the analysis, it follows that beauty has some significance to Batswana. 
Beauty has been associated with Botswana’s fauna and flora as demonstrated 
by the following participants: 
“Most of the time designers make products looking at the environment 
around them. In the case of a necklace, they used earth colours, and the 
locket resembles an animal shape.” 
“The style of the product was inspired by some cultural products like 
seeds of plants or fruits and even the colours of stones, rocks…” 
“Patterns are inspired by nature… and the zebra strips are used for 
decorations.” 
 
There is strong use of triangle shapes for decoration as captured by these 
quotes; 
“The triangle motif is one of the commonest in decorating clay pots.” 
“Triangular and heart shaped motifs are some of the motifs which are 
normally used for decoration…” 
“Triangular motifs are used for decoration in houses and pots.” 
“Triangular motif is used as a pattern for decoration.” 
 
There is overwhelming evidence on the use of triangular motifs in decorating 
products. However, participants did not elaborate why it is heavily used for 
aesthetic purposes. The reasons could be that a triangle is the simplest of all 
figures made with minimum number of straight lines. A triangle is also the most 
rigid structure. In general, for a just-rigid structure, m = 2j – 3 where m stands for 
the total number of members and j is the number of joints. The fact that triangular 
elements constitute a rigid structure, the principle of triangulation is applied to all 
structures to ensure just-rigidity. It may be appreciated that just-rigid trusses are 
generated from the triangular truss by successively adding a pair of new 
members to the existing joints and generating a new joint by connecting the new 
members. Now, for a basic triangular truss which is just-rigid, the number of 
joints j = 3 and m = 3, which satisfy the above formula. For each additional joint, 
two members must be added to keep it rigid. 
 
The socio-cultural variables, as discussed in the foregoing, can be grouped into 
three categories due to their common characteristics as illustrated in Figure 2. 
  
Figure 2 Categorisation of socio-cultural variables 
 
All the three categories lead to the core socio-cultural variables that is, 
friendliness, excitement, satisfaction, beauty, love, joy and fun. These variables 
are related to pleasure. Entertainment, material and community related variables 
should provide users with pleasure (core variables). 
 
The pleasure variables can further be expanded (Table 1) into a model 
developed by Jordan (2000) of designing pleasurable products in human-centred 
design. This approach has been adopted because it goes beyond products 
functionality and usability to having pleasure with products. Jordan (2000) 
underscored that, whilst the benefits of design for usability are not in dispute, 
usability-based approaches tend to encourage those involved in product creation 
to take a rather limited view of people. Functionality and usability approaches are 
more concerned with physical and cognitive human factors whilst this approach 
goes beyond these issues to include emotional, social and cultural human 
factors. 
 
Physio-pleasure Psycho-pleasure Ideo-pleasure Socio-pleasure 
Carving Music and dance Beauty Excitement 
Beauty Storytelling Mutual respect Community spirit 
Excitement Satisfaction Consultation Owning Cattle 
Mortar and pestle Mutual respect Community spirit Joy 
Necklace Entertainment Kindness Family 
Porridge stirring 
device 
Consultation Spirit of sharing Friendliness 
 
Fun 
Joy 
Love 
Beauty 
Excitement 
Friendliness 
Satisfaction 
 
 
Community spirit 
Peace and harmony 
Social gathering 
Spirit of sharing 
Consultation 
Kindness 
Family 
Unity 
Porridge stirring device 
Mortar and pestle 
Owning cattle 
Wooden spoon 
Thumb piano 
Sculpture 
Clay pots 
Necklace 
Baskets 
 
Storytelling 
Music and dance 
Sitting around the 
Entertainment variables 
Material variables Community variables 
 Baskets Community Spirit Assistance Social gathering 
Clay pots Kindness Friendliness Fun 
Wooden spoon Spirit of sharing Peace and 
harmony  
Love 
Sculpture Assistance Baskets Unity 
Thumb piano Friendliness Necklace Peace and 
harmony 
  Sculpture Spirit of sharing 
  Thumb piano Sitting around the 
fire 
  Clay pots  
Table 1 Categorisation of pleasure variables 
Physio-pleasure is concerned with pleasures derived from sensory organs such 
as touch, taste, smell as well as feelings of sensual pleasure. In products, it 
covers properties of tactile (touching during interaction) and olfactory (smell of 
new products). Examples of product participants analysed for physio-pleasure 
include thumb piano, porridge stirring device, necklace, mortar and pestle. 
Psycho-pleasure pertains to users cognitive and emotional reactions (Jordan, 
2000). That is avoiding unpleasant emotional responses such as annoyance, 
frustration or stress when using products. Ideo-pleasure consists of users’ values 
for example, tastes, moral values, aesthetic values and personal aspirations. 
These values are important in defining how users would like to be portrayed. 
Socio-pleasure is derived from the relationship with others for example, friends, 
colleagues and the society at large. This pleasure facilitates social acceptance 
within the society and enable users to be comfortable in these relationships.  
The above four-pleasure framework can be used as a means of structuring the 
pleasure issues associated with Botswana’s culture. This might lead to designers 
designing cultural sensitive products as the pinnacle of good product innovation 
Participants have demonstrated the use of fauna and flora in designing products. 
These have been used to link products with what is familiar to users. Users can 
then associate the products to their culture. On the other hand, integration of 
socio-cultural variables into product features should generate pleasure to users. 
This is why, it is important to identify what kind of pleasure does one need to 
generate. Moreover, the pleasure categories should be seen as fluid, complex 
and dynamic and always in a state of flux. There are socio-cultural variables 
which fall into more than one category. For example, beauty can contribute to 
physio-pleasure and ideo-pleasure. In other words, beauty can be felt by the 
sensory organs of touch and it can also be a visible aesthetic value. 
How are socio-cultural variables relevant and applicable to product design? The 
next section will demonstrate how some sample variables can be made 
applicable to product design so that users can derive pleasure from using such 
products. 
 1. Beauty – “Products which are regarded as beautiful happen to have the 
right answers to questions users might ask. Beauty in products can be 
achieved by the use of appropriate use of traditional motifs, shape, weight, 
texture, colours, patterns and concinnity that evoke appropriate feelings 
within the cultural context. Concinnity is an instance of elegance, harmony 
of style, neatness and symmetry. It is the skilful and harmonious unity, 
aesthetic beauty, and rational arrangement of a design. The logic of 
beauty requires that a design ‘make sense’ to its viewers within the same 
social context and concinnity ensures that this objective is fulfilled” 
(Moalosi, et al, 2004). 
2. Friendliness - This refers to design of user-friendly and sustainable 
products and can be achieved if users associate the products with their 
culture. 
3. Sitting around the fire - This can be achieved by assessing and evaluating 
devices which are used during this activity. Designers can assess whether 
these devices are ergonomically, socially, emotionally, culturally and 
aesthetically satisfying people’s needs. There might be a scope for 
product innovation (Moalosi et al, 2004) 
4. Family - The decision making in families is important because this will 
determine whether the product’s benefits should appeal to the family or 
individual. “In a traditional Botswana set up, family decisions are 
predominately made by the male head of family. This depends on the level 
of education of the woman, the more educated the woman, the more 
influence she will have in the family decision making process” (Moalosi, et 
al, 2004). On one hand, this value calls for designers to actively work with 
their users in this case the family. The family should be actively participate 
in the design process from an early stage when the design concept is still 
fluid. This approach gives designers an opportunity to learn about the 
family’s customs, norms, behaviour, beliefs, desires, aesthetic preferences 
and cultural concerns. Therefore, the products designed through this 
approach would be truly human-centred. 
5. Music and dance – some of the traditional musical instruments used to 
accompany songs are old and need to be upgraded in order to produce 
quality sound. One such example is the thumb piano. 
6. Satisfaction – products should satisfy users’ needs in the most optical way 
by functioning well and being usable. This could be achieved by 
understanding users’ needs, preferences and concerns. Users should be 
actively involved in the design thus participatory design. The participation 
of end-users is the main strength of human-centred design as they will 
provide insight into the problem solved and this enhances acceptance of 
the end product (Maguire, 2000; Stoll, 1999).  
7. Excitement, joy and fun – this could be achieved if designers use the 
bisociative attraction technique. That is, the association of two known 
ideas which have not been connected previously. Bisociation of two 
unrelated ideas may collide in a way which jars our senses or interact to 
surprises our normal powers of association and give rise to humour and 
 pleasure. This results in seminal innovation which establishes a new 
visual shape. 
8. “Owning cattle is important socially, culturally and economically to the lives 
of Batswana. According to the Central Statistics Office (2003), in 1999 
there were 2, 581, 000 cattle as opposed to 1, 326, 796 people.  The 2001 
population census indicated that there are 1, 680, 863 people and yet 
every year close to 500 people perish due to road accidents. Out of this 
number, 10 percent are caused by cattle roaming on the local roads. 
There is a scope for design intervention in this area. Devices can be 
conceived and designed to help curb livestock accidents on Botswana 
roads” (Moalosi et al, 2004) 
7. Conclusion 
The use of socio-cultural variables approach in analysing products provides a 
new way of assessing users needs, preferences and concerns. This approach 
aims at providing users with pleasurable products rather than merely 
functioning and usable products. The approach goes beyond physical and 
cognitive issues and encompasses emotional, social and cultural human 
factors. Product acceptance can be facilitated by this approach because it 
dwells on users’ culture being thoroughly analysed.  
Finally, the study, has examined how products can be analysed in relation to 
the socio-cultural perspective of Botswana. The contemporary Botswana 
socio-cultural variables have been influenced by the impact of colonialism and 
this resulted in the hybridisation of the traditional and Western values. The 
findings indicate that the following core socio-cultural variables: fun, joy, love, 
beauty, friendliness, excitement and satisfaction. These core socio-cultural 
variables are influenced by other variables such as material, entertainment 
and community variables. The extracted socio-cultural variables lead to 
pleasure which can be broadly divided into physio-pleasure, psycho-pleasure, 
ideo-pleasure and socio-pleasure. The study concludes by demonstrating 
how socio-cultural variables can be made relevant and applicable to product 
design.  
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